cosmic craftsman; Aristotle's god just thinks. Plato's world has a beginning; Aristotle's is eternal. Plato's animals get their form from the mind of god; Aristotle's are formed from information in the seminal fluid of their parents.
It's not just the ideas that differ, it's also the style. The Timaeus is a drawing-room monologue in the form of a myth: one rich in zoological weirdness but devoid of scholarly citation, empirical evidence or even much reasoned argument. Aristotle's works are a relentless, reasoned assault on reality that, in modern print, run to thousands of pages. They are an exhaustive and exhausting analysis of what his predecessors thought about the causes and structure of the natural world, why they are (more often than not) wrong, and the empirical evidence for thinking so.
For a modern scientist, if not for a philosopher, the difference could not be greater. Listen to Plato and one hears a poet or, at best, a moralist; listen to Aristotle and one hears a colleague -albeit one with some cranky views. In a piquant preface, Sedley tells us that the dining room of his Cambridge college displays the portraits of two of its alumni, the Christian philosopher William Paley and Darwin. The parallel with fourth century Athens is exact. As a student, Darwin read and enjoyed Paley's Natural Theology, and may have even acquired from it his keen sense of the exquisite design displayed by living things. Yet who would call Darwin a paleyite? It would be the equivalent of calling Aristotle a platonist.
And that's absurd. Or is it? The brilliance of this book is that Sedley lets the Greeks talk to us and, surprisingly, we can understand what they're saying. Listen to Empedocles describing a time when the world was filled with a diversity of creatures with improbable combinations of features, most of which were then winnowed out, and you hear the late Stephen Jay Gould illuminating the body plans of the Burgess Shale fossils. Listen to Aristotle heaping scorn on Democritus for supposing that living things self-assemble from accidental combinations of atoms, and you hear Fred Hoyle's gambit that "a tornado sweeping through a junkyard might assemble a Boeing 747 from the materials therein". Truly it has been, as Darwin said, just "one long argument".
